FOUNDATIONS OF BRITISH PATRIOTISM
foreseen that so ruthlessly efficient a despotism might
one day be capable of uniting the whole force of Central
Europe, with the slogan, ec Germany to-day, the world
to-morrow." But no statesman, even supposing such
prescience to have been accorded him/ could have
ignored a very present menace for the sake of one only
calculated to materialize in a remote future, and even
so, not the only one of its kind. The appearance, during
that last war, of Russian troops on the Rhine might have
started other trains of reflection. . . .
It is unlikely that the comfortable magnates in control
of British policy ever thought of the new war as being
less leisurely and decorous an affair than the last. But as
luck, or their own incompetence would have it, a sensa-
tional and utterly unexpected disaster at the very opening
staggered the country quite out of its now indurated
complacency. Minorca, one of the two great British
Mediterranean bases, was snapped up by a French expedi-
tion from Toulon, after being tamely abandoned to its
fate by the admiral sent to relieve it. But the French
had done more than they bargained for. The blow,
so cleverly planted, had turned a genteel sparring match
into a fight to a finish. Their opponent scrambled to his
feet in a state of ungovernable fury. The first victim
of that fury was the Admiral himself, one of the com-
fortable old school who believed that a game of long
bowls, followed by a council of war, constituted the whole
duty of a man in his position. A file of marines, and a
volley on the quarter-deck of H.M.S. Monarque,
were sufficient demonstration, to all others whom it
might concern, that it was not going to be so- in
future, and neither the justice of the step, nor its tonic
effect, were diminished by the fact that Newcastle,
and some of his colleagues in the Cabinet, deserved
the same fate even more richly. Henceforward, for the
duration of the war, British Admirals went for the enemy,
through storm and shoal, like devils possessed of devils.
The disparity of force between the two alliances was
242